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RIMSKY-KORSAKOV: SHEHERAZADE * RUSSIAN EASTER FESTIVAL OVERTURE 
CAPRICCIO ESPAGNOL In the work of Rimsky-Kors ako v, fairy¬ 

tales play a particularly important role. 
All five of his operas - from Sadko, by 
way of Kasfrc/iey the Jtnmorta/ (based on 

the same tale that Stravinsky was Later to use 
for his Firebird), to The Golden Cockerel, 
performed posthumously - all come from the 
world of the fairy-tale. It was here that 
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Rimsky-Korsakov found the opportunity to 
indulge his liking for tonal fireworks, fantasy 
and lush, colorful effects. 

Since being introduced to the West by a 
French translation at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century, one particular work has 
always been considered as embodying the very 
essence of the fantastic fairy-tale world: over 
the course of centuries, this work, an exten¬ 
sive collection of over three hundred tales, 
had penetrated into the Arab cultural sphere 
from its origins in India, finally receiving the 
name The Thousand and One Nights. The 
individual tales (the most popular are "Sinbad 
the Sailor,” “Aladdin and the Magic Lamp,’1 
and “ALi Baba and the Forty Thieves”) are 
actually stories within a story: King Shahryar 
of Samarkand, finding that his first wife had 
deceived him with a slave, would take a new 
wife every evening, only to have her executed 
the next morning to pre-empt her unfaithful¬ 

ness. But the clever Shahrazad so tantalised 
the king with her stories, which she spun out 
from night to night, that he postponed her 
execution from morning to morning. After 
Shahrazad had continued her recitative for a 
thousand and one nights — and presented the 
king with three children - Shahryar discov¬ 
ered his affections, relented and gave Shahra¬ 
zad her life. 

Sheherazade, composed in 1888, is one of 
R l msky- Kors ako v ’ s most popular orchestral 
works. The neutral designation ‘"suite” indi¬ 
cates beyond any doubt that the composer 
intended to write neither a symphony nor 
direct program music (in addition, the tone 
poem normally consists of a single move¬ 
ment). The suite’s movements, with the 
exception of the rollicking Finale, have little 
in common with traditional forms: themes 
become transformed, and surface again in 
other movements. Thus the entire work has 
the character of a continued variation on a 
very few themes. Rimsky’s concern was not to 
portray a story (though indeed the music was 
meant to be as fanciful and opulent as only a 
fairy-tale can be), but to write music that was 
“only” music. The following statement from 
his autobiography, even in its contradictions, 

shows this clearly: ‘"The program which 
guided me during the composition of Shehera¬ 
zade was formed of single, disconnected scenes 
or pictures from The Thousand and One Nights 
distributed among all tour of the suite’s 
movements: the sea and Sinbad’s ship, the 
fantastic tale of the Kalander Prince, the 
prince and the princess, the celebration in 
Baghdad, the ship breaking up on the rocks 
with the rider of iron. These pictures are 
joined together by the introductions to the 
first, third and fourth movements, and the 
intermezzo of the third movement - four short 
sections for violin solo, which are associated 
with Sheherazade, and at the same time are 
supposed to portray the way in which she told 
her wondrous tales to the grim Sultan. In my 
suite, you will look in vain tor leitmotives that 
are always connected consistently to one and 
the same poetic idea or concept. Rather, the 
supposed leitmotives are nothing but purely 
musical material or motifs for symphonic 
elaboration. These motifs, either successive¬ 
ly or woven in with each other, go through all 
four movements, but in such a wav that thev 
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express different forces or moods each time 
they are heard, and each time correspond to 
different ideas, events and images. 1 wanted to 
compose a four-movement orchestral suite 
based on the completely free treatment of 
musical material; a suite that, on the one 
hand, would have an inner consistency 
because of its common themes and motifs, but 

at the same time would present a kaleido¬ 
scopic succession of images from fairy tales of 
oriental character.” 

Richard Schott 

Also composed in 1888, the Russian Easter 
Festival Overture was dedicated to the memory 
of fellow’-composers Alexander Borodin and 
Modest Mussorgsky- Montagu-Nathan, an 
English authority on Russian music, stated 
that Rimsky, in this work, portrays "the 
contrast between the Russian Orthodox cele¬ 
bration of festivals and the pagan rites in 
which they originated.” 

Rimsky-Korsakov composed the five-move¬ 
ment Capriccio espagnol in 1887. It was first 
performed, under the baton of the composer, 
in St. Petersburg on November 12 of that year. 
Both popular and critical response was over¬ 
whelmingly positive. Tchaikovsky spoke of it 
as a masterpiece, reserving particular praise for 
the instrumentation. 

In this work as well, Rimskv-Korsakov's 
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predilection for exotic musical idioms is clear. 
In his autobiographical notes My Musical Life, 
we read the following, “I based the Capriccio 
espagnol on sketches intended for a virtuoso 
violin fantasia using Spanish themes [...] The 
Capriccio is a brilliant orchestral piece. The 
changes in tonal color, the choice of melodic 
patterns and figures to fit each respective 



instrument, the little virtuoso cadenzas for 
solo instruments, and so on, are here the 
essence of the work, not only 'decoration,' not 
only ‘orchestration.1 The Spanish themes, 
particularly those with a dance-like character, 
furnished me with rich material tor the use of 
varied orchestral effects,” However, Rimsky- 
Korsakov could not deny his origins; thus his 
Capriccio turned into a typically Russian 

stream of associations using Spanish rhythms 
and melodies. The dance movements, directly 
merging from one to the other, need only a 
few themes- Their constant variation and the 
changing instrumentation, interspersed with 
sometimes surprising instrumental solos, cre¬ 
ate a lively, colorful tonal picture. 

(Translation: Griffin Anderson) 
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Sheherazade—Symphonic Suite, Op. 35* 
El I. The Sea and Sinbad’s Ship 
El II. The Story of the Kalander Prince 
DU III. The Young Prince and the Young Princess 
0 IV. Festival at Baghdad; The Sea; Shipwreck 

no Russian Easter Festival Overture, Op. 36 
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Capriccio espagnol, Op. 34 
I. Alborada: Vivo e strepitoso 

II. Variazioni: Andante con moto 
III. Alborada: Vivo e strepitoso 
IV. Scena e canto gitano: Allegretto 
V. Fandango asturiano 

Consists of previously 
released material 
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